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In last week’s drash I commented a little on the importance of approaching the Bible from a 

Hebraic perspective. If I may recap briefly, you’ll remember that I spoke about how important 

it is to realise that while the many books that make up our Bible are intended for everyone’s 

consumption they were not written to everyone. The fact is that the Scriptures were written by 

Jewish people to Jewish people and as such they reflect the ever changing history, 

experiences and culture of our people across an extended period of time. This poses 

everyone, contemporary Jews included, many difficulties in terms of understanding the 

content of these many books - contemporary Jews, because Judaism is not the same today as 

it was thousands of years ago, and non-Jews because not only are they also separated from 

the events of the Bible by thousands of years, but because they are not familiar with Jewish 

culture and, for the most part, have little or no understanding of the language in which the 

Bible was written. As we noted, the Bible wasn’t written in English. Non-Hebrew speakers 

must therefore rely on translations, but this is problematical not least because there are all 

too often no direct equivalent English words with which to translate Hebrew words, but also 

because language is expressed and must be understood within a culture. As Professor John 

Walton has said, “Translation involves lifting the ideas from their native context and relocating 

them into our own context. In some ways this is an imperialistic act and bound to create 

some distortion as we seek to organise information in the categories that are familiar to us. It 

is far too easy to let our own ideas creep in and subtly (or at times not so subtly) bend or 

twist the material to fit our own context.” This puts contemporary non-Jews at a significant 

disadvantage when it comes to understanding the Bible. What Rav Shaul said some two 

thousand years ago is therefore far more true today: “Then what advantage has the Jew? 

What is the value of being circumcised? Much in every way! In the first place, the Jews were 

entrusted with the very words of God.” In other words, when it comes to understanding the 

world of the Bible and therefore of being able to understand the Word of God, proximity to 

Judaism is a definite advantage because, as Rav Shaul states, the Scriptures were written to us 

as Jews. 

It is because of this, and because of the conscious effort of, first, the Church Fathers and, 

then, millennia of ecclesiastics, to create a religion that eschewed Jewish culture, thought and 

practice that the true meaning of Scripture has so often been misunderstood, misrepresented 

and misapplied within Christianity. Little wonder then, that if you reject the Jewish people, 

Judaism and the essential Jewish cultural context of the Bible, that you ended up with a 

religion that perpetrated appalling atrocities against Jewish people - and all in the name of 

Christ! It was, for instance, ignorance of the history of first century Judaism, especially of its 

sectarian nature, that caused Christians to take the hyperbole and polemic that is present in 

many of the Messianic Writings and interpret it incorrectly as anti-Judaism. Indeed, this 

presumed anti-Judaism was taken as a green light for anti-Semitism in the emergent second 

century Church and beyond, with catastrophic consequences. Yochanan’s besorah, for 

instance, in which Yeshua is repeatedly shown to have been in conflict with “the Jews” directly 

fed into this Gentile Christian anti-Semitism. And yet who or what Yochanan meant by “the 

Jews” was never enquired of beyond what appeared immediately obvious to the Gentile 
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Christians who read it. To such as these the Jews were the Jews, who were the Jews! Given the 

basis of this ‘Jewish’ opposition to the Christ, it was deemed appropriate to believe that 

Yeshua could be separated altogether from Judaism. In short, Yeshua, who was born in Beit 

Lechem, Y’hudah, to observant Jewish parents of Davidic lineage, who was circumcised, kept 

Torah, attended Synagogue every Shabbat, worshipped in the Temple in Jerusalem, who 

proclaimed that salvation comes from the Jews, and who died on a stake at Roman hands like 

many Jewish martyrs at that time (though with the words ‘King of the Jews’ emblazoned over 

his head), rapidly became the Gentile God, replete with fair skin, blue eyes and blonde hair! 

Such was his transformation in Gentile hands that almost two thousand years later Hitler 

could honestly say and, be believed with complete sincerity by many a good German 

Christian that, “by defending myself against the Jew, I am fighting for the work of the Lord.” 

In truth the “Twisted Road to Auschwitz” of which Karl Shleunes wrote in his magisterial work 

on the Holocaust can be traced all the way back to Gentile Christian misunderstanding of the 

Jewish Scriptures. When in fact we understand this Jewish context we discover that “the Jews” 

which feature so prominently in Yochanan’s besorah as opponents of Yeshua, are not all 

Jews, but a particular group of Jews, principally in fact the Judean religious authorities who 

had been so much the target of Yeshua’s own polemic. Indeed, when we understand the 

Yeshua movement as one which was fundamentally Galilean in origin and nature then this 

identification of “the Jews” with the Jerusalem based religious authorities makes complete 

sense. In our own context the Galilean/Jerusalem divide was much like the north south divide 

that exists here in our own country. The north of England is culturally, linguistically and 

economically different from the south, especially from London, which, like ancient Jerusalem, 

is not only the seat of our government but the main driver of our economy. Northerners like 

to think that the sophisticated southern folks, particularly of London, look down on the flat 

cap wearing, black pudding eating, whippet keeping, brass band listening, northerners. And 

vice versa. Northerners will talk about southern, Tory voting Jessies, with posh accents and 

too much money and power in their pockets for their own or anyone else’s good. The rivalry 

is a real one which continues to derive its passion and animosities from the undeniable 

inequalities that differentiate northern and southern life. If we were to re-imagine the 

Galilean/Judean conflict in today’s terms then the Yeshua movement would have been one 

that would have originated in the north of England, perhaps in Newcastle, and most of 

Yeshua’s followers would therefore have spoken with a thick Geordie accent. Indeed, as I 

think of Yeshua’s final aliyah from Galilee to Jerusalem I am somewhat reminded of the 

Jarrow Crusade of 1936 when two hundred men marched from Jarrow to London in protest at 

the mass unemployment and extreme poverty that plagued the north only to be treated with 

utter disdain by the contemptuous Westminster establishment. In Yeshua’s day too, the 

Galileans were regarded with some degree of contempt by the Jerusalem establishment. If 

Galileans thought that nothing good could come out of Nazareth then the establishment in 

Jerusalem thought that nothing good could come out of the north. Galileans were regarded 

as uncultured, irreligious, country bumpkins and the degree to which the Yeshua movement 

was associated with the Galil is made evident in many passages of Scripture such as that of 

Mark 14, “Meanwhile, Kefa was still in the courtyard below. One of the serving-girls of the 
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cohen hagadol saw Kefa warming himself, took a look at him, and said, “You were with the 

man from Natzeret, Yeshua!” But he denied it, saying, “I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re 

talking about!” He went outside into the entryway, and a rooster crowed. The girl saw him 

there and started telling the bystanders, “This fellow is one of them.” Again he denied it. A 

little later, the bystanders themselves said to Kefa, “You must be one of them, because you’re 

from the Galil.”” Indeed, the parallel passage of Mattityahu 26:73 makes it clear that Kefa was 

identified as a follower of Yeshua simply on account of his accent: “After a little while, the 

bystanders approached Kefa and said, “You must be one of them — your accent gives you 

away.” 

It is in this context then that Yochanan speaks pejoratively about “the Jews”. But first century 

Judean society wasn’t only riven by this north/south divide. It was also riven by religious 

sectarianism. For there were many versions of Judaism back then, just as there are today, and 

naturally each Judaism, as we all tend to do, imagined itself to be the correct most authentic 

expression of Judaism. As Josephus relates in his account of the Jewish War, “There are three 

philosophical sects among the Jews. The followers of the first of which are the Pharisees; of 

the second, the Sadducees; and the third sect... are called Essenes,” a statement which he 

repeats in his Antiquities: “The Jews had for a great while three sects of philosophy peculiar to 

themselves; the sect of the Essens; and the sect of the Sadduccees; and the third sort of 

opinions was that of those called Pharisees.” Of course we would also add the Yeshua 

movement to this list of sects. The rivalry and hatred between these sects was intense and 

sometimes violent and even murderous. This resulted in heated, highly polemicised religious 

debate which often had deadly consequences. Thus the group of Essenes who lived at 

Qumran spoke pejoratively of the High Priest in Jerusalem as the Wicked Priest and of his 

followers as the Sons of Darkness. By way of contrast, of course, they thought of themselves 

as the Sons of Light! Don’t we all?! The Messianic Jews too, being caught up in this culture of 

polemic, also saw themselves in somewhat superior terms, framing themselves as the “true 

Jews”; being circumcised in both heart and flesh by their faith in the real Messiah; they 

regarded themselves as the true inheritors and maintainers of the Avrahamic covenant. 

Indeed, it is precisely these ideas which provide the theological and cultural context to Rav 

Shaul’s strong words on this matter in Romans 11. As we read, ““In that case, I say, isn’t it that 

God has repudiated his people?” Heaven forbid! For I myself am a son of Isra’el, from the 

seed of Avraham, of the tribe of Binyamin. God has not repudiated his people, whom he 

chose in advance. Or don’t you know what the Tanakh says about Eliyahu? He pleads with 

God against Isra’el, “Adonai, they have killed your prophets and torn down your altars, and 

I’m the only one left, and now they want to kill me too!” But what is God’s answer to him? “I 

have kept for myself seven thousand men who have not knelt down to Ba’al.” It’s the same 

way in the present age: there is a remnant, chosen by grace. (Now if it is by grace, it is 

accordingly not based on legalistic works; if it were otherwise, grace would no longer be 

grace.) What follows is that Isra’el has not attained the goal for which she is striving. The ones 

chosen have obtained it, but the rest have been made stonelike, just as the Tanakh says, “God 

has given them a spirit of dullness — eyes that do not see and ears that do not hear, right 

down to the present day.” And David says, “Let their dining table become for them a snare 
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and a trap, a pitfall and a punishment. Let their eyes be darkened, so that they can’t see, with 

their backs bent continually.” “In that case, I say, isn’t it that they have stumbled with the 

result that they have permanently fallen away?” Heaven forbid! Quite the contrary, it is by 

means of their stumbling that the deliverance has come to the Gentiles, in order to provoke 

them to jealousy. Moreover, if their stumbling is bringing riches to the world — that is, if 

Isra’el’s being placed temporarily in a condition less favored than that of the Gentiles is 

bringing riches to the latter — how much greater riches will Isra’el in its fullness bring them!” 

This is certainly strong meat! But it is important to remember that this is sectarian polemic 

and hyperbole at it’s highest. It’s not meant to be taken too literally but is argument for 

effect. In fact shortly afterwards Rav Shaul was apparently concerned to make the opposite 

point, asserting that even those who were not Messianic were still Jews in the truest sense of 

the word, God’s chosen people, “loved for the Patriarchs’ sake”. Alas such subtleties were 

hidden from the eyes of an emergent Church that was intent on separating itself from its 

Jewish root. 

Taking Shaul out of his Hebrew context is something that has lead many Christians over the 

millennia to a distorted practice of the faith. When Christians have invariably failed to 

understand the Jewish hyperbolic and polemical context of Shaul’s us/them sectarian 

language they have not only seen this as a green light to hate on Jewish people, but on any 

other group of believers or non-believers that differs from them. After all, so the logic goes, if 

I am right everyone else must be wrong, right?! If am in the light everyone else must be in 

the darkness. If I am saved then everyone else who does not exactly share my theology must 

be lost. Throughout the ages Christians have applied this logic to the most extreme extent, 

with the effect that one group has hated on, denied the salvation and legitimacy of another 

based, for example, on the number of times they were dipped (or not) at baptism, whether 

they speak in tongues (or not), whether they regard the Eucharist as sacrifice or merely as 

remembrance, and so on an so forth. When a believer is convinced that he or she is utterly 

right then everyone else’s faith is automatically somewhat suspect and dangerous - they 

automatically become ‘other,’ a potential contaminant or worse even agents of the devil! 

Thus, for example, when many believers have historically read Rav Shaul’s comments about 

being unequally yoked in 1 Corinthians they have read it in an decontextualised way that has 

reinforced their fear of the other. As we read, “Do not yoke yourselves together in a team 

with unbelievers. For how can righteousness and lawlessness be partners? What fellowship 

does light have with darkness? What harmony can there be between the Messiah and 

B’liya‘al? What does a believer have in common with an unbeliever? What agreement can 

there be between the temple of God and idols? For we are the temple of the living God — as 

God said, “I will house myself in them, . . . and I will walk among you. I will be their God, and 

they will be my people.” Therefore Adonai says, “‘Go out from their midst; separate 

yourselves; don’t even touch what is unclean. Then I myself will receive you. In fact, I will be 

your Father, and you will be my sons and daughters.’ says Adonai-Tzva’ot.”” As a result of this 

and other similarly polemical passages many groups of Christians over the ages simply pulled 

up the drawbridges, built walls and ghettoised themselves - separating themselves from the 

world, i.e. from everyone who did not share in all the specifics of their faith. Anabaptist 
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groups have done this for centuries. Anabaptism, whose modern descendants include 

Mennonites, the Amish and the Brethren, emerged as a separate Christian philosophy in 

Germany in the C16th. They found themselves severely persecuted by other Christians and as 

a consequence the surviving Anabaptists regrouped themselves in communities which 

isolated themselves from the non-Anabaptist world - a world which they regarded as lost, 

condemned and evil. This outside world in Anabaptist terminology is generally referred to as 

'the world'. Since, in their thinking, the church is the domain of God and the world the 

domain of the devil, "separation” as the Mennonite confession of faith declares, “shall be 

made from the evil...which the devil has planted in this world." As a consequence strict 

Anabaptists do not run in elections, do not accept office outside their community, do not 

want to become dependent on the outside (such as an insurance company, public supply of 

electricity etc.). They are strictly pacifist and, because in their theology everything in the world 

is evil, they reject the concept of state provided education in general and secondary 

education in particular. But is this what Rav Shaul was driving at? Was he really giving a green 

light to separation such as this? For if you take Rav Shaul at his literal word a believer can 

have nothing to do with an unbeliever, for the unbeliever is an agent of HaSatan! No, this, 

once again, must be polemic. Indeed, Rav Shaul would have been very aware that his words, 

if taken literally, would have condemned Avraham Avinu. For as we read in this week’s 

parashah when Lot and the people of S’dom and ‘Amora were kidnapped by k’dorla’omer 

and the kings with him, “someone who had escaped came and told Avram the Hebrew, who 

was living by the oaks of Mamre the Emori, brother of Eshkol and brother of ‘Aner; all of 

them allies of Avram. When Avram heard that his nephew had been taken captive, he led out 

his trained men, who had been born in his house, 318 of them, and went in pursuit as far as 

Dan.” After having defeated K’dorla’omer and rescued Lot and all the people Avraham 

refused to take any of the share of the spoil for himself, but said, “I will take only what my 

troops have eaten and the share of the spoil belonging to the men who came with me - 

‘Aner, Eshkol and Mamre; let them have their share.” Here then we clearly read that Avraham 

was in an alliance with three Canaanites, Aner, Eshkol and Mamre. Indeed, the hebrew text 

indicates that this wasn’t just an alliance, it was a covenant, for they were ‘ba’alei brit Avram’. 

Note the word b’rit, meaning covenant. This is a fascinating passage. While it is noted that 

Avraham was a Hebrew, and therefore different to the others, their otherness did not prevent 

him from established a covenantal relationship with them. Indeed, it was a covenant that was 

so strong these four characters were prepared to fight in the trenches and potentially die 

together. Though, as the first Hebrew, Avraham’s religious ideas were somewhat different 

from Aner, Eshkol and Mamre, we see that Avraham did not shrink back from them. On the 

contrary he saw past these differences and actually joined forces with them to work for the 

common good - and it was precisely this common cause that saw them sally forth together to 

free those who had been kidnapped. In so doing Avraham’s actions are hugely instructive. 

We live in a world of difference and therefore of potential and actual conflict. While 

recognising our own individual uniqueness, for after all we are to be a ‘peculiar people’, and 

therefore the ‘otherness’ of those who are not exactly like us, we must not demonise the 

other but rather seek constructive alliances with those who intersect with our values. In as 
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much as Torah demands justice, fairness, care for the weak and the marginalised, care of the 

environment and so on and so forth we should ally ourselves and work with all those who 

share these concerns. And Rav Shaul is not in conflict with this perspective. What he is 

warning us against in such vivid hyperbolic terms is to avoid those relationships that cause us 

to betray our fundamental values, because to betray those values is to betray Hashem 

Himself. The important point is that though Avraham was in a covenant relationship with 

Canaanites he never betrayed the fundamental values that caused him to be defined as a 

Hebrew. That’s why he continues to be called Avraham the Hebrew. Indeed, Avraham’s 

yoking himself to Aner, Eshkol and Mamre to save Lot and the people teach us that it is 

necessary to ally ourselves with those who are different from ourselves, because societal 

change cannot be delivered by one person, or one group of persons alone. We are therefore, 

in Yeshua’s words, not to shy away from the world but to go out into it, seek out the person 

of shalom and dwell with him. For as Yeshua also said, “he that is not against us is for us.” 

While cherishing his new, unique identity as the world’s first Hebrew, Avraham was 

nevertheless still able to embrace the ‘other’ as a brother and comrade in arms and to forge 

relationships on the basis of what was common to them all. He recognised that Avram ha Ivri 

was also still Avram ben Adam. And that’s the thing about identities isn’t it? At the end of the 

day the Galileans and Judeans were both still Jews, the Jews were still Semites, the Semites 

were still sons of Noach, and the sons of Noach were still sons of Adam - human beings. This 

too is Torah! 


